[Interaction of the epiphysis and the immune system].
First indications that the pineal gland may be involved in endocrine immunomodulation came from early reports on anti-tumor effects of pineal extracts in animals and humans. In the meantime, evidence has accumulated suggesting that melatonin, the major endocrine product of the pineal gland-as a well preserved molecule during evolution-is indeed involved in the feedback between neuroendocrine and immune functions. At present we are beginning to understand the mechanisms of action by which melatonin affects cellular functions, and from the variety of possible direct and indirect interactions it appears that melatonin may play a complex physiological role in neuroimmunomodulation. In this article we present a critical review of the numerous reports on the influence of melatonin on immune functions and discuss the possible underlying molecular pathways. In addition, a short comment is given on the current public discussion as to the clinical value of melatonin.